
Rock Art

Etched in Stone

Petroglyphs

Pictographs

Rock art is found throughout the
world. These images afford us rare
opportunities to look into the past and
provide us with insight into the lives of
ancient peoples. The southwestern
United States is rich in this art and
Saguaro National Park has many rock
art sites. Most southwestern rock art
pre-dates written history and had its
origins hundreds, perhaps thousands,
of years ago among the people of this
region.

Prehistoric occupation of Saguaro
National Park spans the Archaic and
Hohokam periods. Evidence of the
Archaic Period in the park, which may
go back as far as 5000 B.C., is limited to
temporary camps and hunting sites.
The Hohokam were farmers, gatherers
and hunters who lived in the river
valleys and deserts of southern Arizona
from about A.D. 300 to 1450. Most of
the rock art in the park appears to be
from the Hohokam Period. Prehistoric
rock art in Tucson falls into two cat -
egories - petroglyphs and pictographs.
In the Hohokam region the rock art is
primarily petroglyphs.

Petroglyphs are designs pecked, in-
cised or abraded onto rock surfaces.
Petroglyph artists preferred patinated
surfaces. Patina is a natural geological
process that results in a dark coating
on rock surfaces. It is also known as
desert varnish. Chipping away on a
patinated surface exposes the lighter
color beneath.

Different methods were used to create
the petroglyphs. Pecking was the most
common method used and was ac-
complished by a direct blow with a
hammerstone or indirectly by striking a
stone held against the rock face with a
second stone or hammerstone.

Another method was scratching or
incising designs onto the rock surface
with a sharp-edged stone. Abrading
was sometimes used to grind the sur-
face of the rock in the interior of a
pecked petroglyph design.

Pictographs are designs painted on a
rock surface. The paints were made by
grinding different clays and minerals
and mixing them with a liquid. White
paint could have been made from
gypsum, red from hematite and black

from charcoal. Paint was applied with
brushes made from plant fibers or with
fingers. Pictographs are not as durable
as petroglyphs. They sometimes survive
in protected settings such as
rockshelters or caves.
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Rock Art Designs

How old are these
things?

Both representational and abstract
designs are seen in Hohokam rock art.
Abstract designs include geometric
forms and curvilinear lines; spirals are
quite common.

Representational designs depict life
forms in a stylized manner. Human
forms, mountain sheep, deer, reptiles
and plant designs are found throughout
Tucson and the surrounding moun-
tains.

Most rock art can be classified into five
general categories.

Basic Geometric Elements

Zoomorphic DesignsBotanical Designs Anthropomorphic Designs

Geometric Designs

Did rock art serve a purpose? Was it
communication or decoration? We can
only guess at the intended meaning of
the artist. We may look at rock art as a
reflection of Hohokam culture. Some
possible purposes of rock art include:

Hunting, fertility or ritual symbols.
Boundary markers or landmarks.
Records of important events. Clan
symbols, decoration, solstice or calen-
dar markers or simply for art’s sake.

What does it mean?

How far into the past do these images
take us? Rock art is difficult to date.
Clues include the condition of the
image, the subject of the image or a
comparison of the image with similar

designs found on pottery or other well
dated artifacts. New techniques are
continually being developed to assist in
dating this art form.

What can you do to
help?

Rock art is irreplaceable. Please assist
us in preserving this part of the rich,
cultural landscape of Saguaro National
Park.

Treat all rock art with respect. Do not
touch rock art as the oils in your skin
can damage them. Take nothing but
photographs, leave nothing but foot-
prints.
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